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     This thesis is dedicated to a proposal for a study of the cross-cultural obstacles 
between Chinese and Western number symbolism with a cultural approach. Based on the 
accepted theories and representative facts and examples, the author analyzes the sources 
of number symbolism, and reveals how extensively and profoundly number symbolism 
was ingrained in the culture. Certain stumbling blocks of number symbolism in China 
and the West are explored, mainly manifesting themselves in the aspects of cultural 
meanings and properties of numbers and their effects on social customs and languages. A 
number of suggestive strategies are also presented in a cultural perspective on tackling 
such problems in translation and other forms of intercultural communication. In virtue of 
all these, the author argues that number symbolism is explicable only by reference to its 
cultural origins. The thesis consists of five chapters. 
 
     Chapter I offers a general introduction of a number, number systems and number 
symbolism. In a number system a numeral is a symbol used to represent quantities. 
However, a number is not the symbol to represent quantities only. A number is the 
abstract concept with a set of connotations. As scholar Vincent Foster Hopper put it, 
numbers were not mere mathematical tools, nor were they simply like counters in a game. 
Rather, they were “as fundamental realities, alive with memories and eloquent with 
meaning.” (Hopper, 1938: Prefix viii) On the basis of the dual uses of numbers, numbers 
are endowed with quantitative and qualitative meanings. Number symbolism involves the 
revelation or figurative suggestions of intangible truths springing from the use of 
numbers. Numbers originated historically. Numbers are the key to the ancient views of 
the world and human himself. Thus sources of number symbolism should be traced back 
to how people perceived the world and themselves.  
 
     In Chapter II, the author makes a thoughtful examination of the results of the former 
theories on symbolism attached to certain numbers during different ages in Chinese and 














basic “elementary” number symbolism, as labeled by Hopper, was derived from original 
man’s enumeration and his identification of certain immediately observable and fixed 
natural groups; for instance, ten is the number of fingers or toes. The second source of 
significant numbers is the science of astrology. Numbers derived from constellations, 
planets, and stellar revolutions were held in awe and given sacred or baleful connotations. 
Take seven, the number of planets, for example. It was held sacred by almost all nations. 
Thus there are seven days a week. The third source is the religious and philosophical 
number theories. The sanctity of the astrological numbers was further strengthened by 
their prominent presence in religious texts. For instance, God created the world in seven 
days. Besides, Western number symbolism owes much to the philosophy of the 
Pythagoreans while Chinese number symbolism is also deeply engrained in ancient 
Chinese philosophy, from the theory of Yin-Yang and The Five Elements to The Eight 
Diagrams. 
 
 Chapter III is an engrossing guide to the symbolism of numbers. After exploring the 
sources of number symbolism, efforts have been devoted to explaining meanings and 
uses of symbolic numbers in all fields so as to achieve a comprehensive approach to 
cross-cultural communication. It is next to impossible to write an exhaustive work on all 
numbers. Instead, this chapter examines numbers which seemed more frequently used 
and more immediately meaningful, and discusses their uses and the meanings they have 
had for Western traditions and Chinese traditions, with examples from Chinese and 
Western cultures. Two, for instance, has widely been seen as a number of duality, 
contradiction and polarity. And six, according to ancient Pythagorean thinking, is the 
most perfect number because it is both the sum and the product of its parts (1+2+3=6 and 
1x2x3=6). Using examples ranging from the ancient ages to the modern times, the paper 
paints a cross-cultural portrait of the rich symbolic meanings of numbers as well as the 
cultural specific implications of numbers, showing how numbers have been considered, 
holy or evil, lucky or unlucky. 
 
     With the main concern of cultural communication studies as theoretical foundation 
and guideline for the research design and research methodology of this dissertation, the 














communication, analyzes communication barriers resulted from cultural differences in 
Western and Chinese number symbolism, then offers some strategies relating to the 
customs about numbers and strategies concerning the rendering of numbers and numeral 
expressions from English to Chinese or vice versa. 
 
     Based on the above-mentioned study, the author in Chapter V Conclusion tries to state 
that numbers should not be considered a mathematical tool, but a matter of studying 
culture, a means of intercultural communication. Thereby, symbolism of numbers should 
be studied to achieve a satisfactory result in intercultural communication. 
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Introduction: Number Symbolism 
 
1.1  Definition of a Number 
 
   Like the ubiquitous air, numbers penetrate into every aspect of human life. Before 
entering the realm of numbers, it is necessary to discuss what a number is. Numbers were 
created from the interaction of human’s cultural and social behavior with their ability to 
conceptualize. A number is the abstract concept that can be expressed as well by the word 
or symbol. It is also fundamental to distinguish the word “number” from the word 
“numeral.” Numerals are nothing but signs with which one can easily represent those 
concepts called “numbers,” being Roman, Arabic, Chinese or anything else. In common 
language and communication, however, the word “number” is typically used 
interchangeably with the word “numeral.” A study of numbers can not be done without 
the knowledge of numerals and numeration. 
 
1.2  Main Number Systems in China and the West 
 
   A set of symbols used to represent quantities is called a “number system.” Written 
counting systems or numeration may be divided into two main types: positional or 
place-value and additive. Chinese numerals and Hindu-Arabic numerals belong to the 
former category, ancient Greek numerals, ancient Hebrew numerals and Roman numerals, 
the latter. 
 
1.2.1 Universal Arabic Numerals 
 
   “Arabic numerals” are so called because the numeration system was transmitted to 
the West from India via the Arab world. It gradually came to supersede other written 
systems and is now in virtually universal use by its economy and efficiency.  
   In this decimal positional numeration system, there is one sign for each digit, and so 
there are nine signs for the nine units, an entirely different sign for each of the tens (10, 
20, etc.), another sign for 100 and yet another for 1,000. Compound numbers are 














highest value. In this system the tens, hundreds and thousands are not represented by 
different signs, but by the same digit signs placed in different positions. Only then does 
position become significant. A sign alone shows which are the tens, which the hundreds 
and which the thousands. Such system needs only ten signs, the digits from 1 to 9 and a 
zero.   
 
1.2.2 The Chinese Number System  
 
  Formal   零  壹  贰  参  肆  伍  陆  柒  捌  玖  拾  佰  仟  万  億
 Simplified  0  一  二  三  四  五  六  七  八  九  十  百  千  万  亿
 Arabic     
Numerals 
(Referent) 






    
   While China has adopted the Arabic numeral system familiar around the world, it still 
uses its native Chinese character number system. The Chinese system is also a base-10 
system, but has important differences in the way the numbers are represented. Chinese 
has characters for numbers 0 through 10, as seen above. Regular Chinese characters for 
numbers use relatively few strokes. The characters for one, two, and three are just one, 
two and three parallel horizontal strokes respectively. To prevent a possible fraud in 
writing checks and in other cases, Chinese also uses a series of more complex characters 
for the numbers.  
 
1.2.3 Other Main Number Systems in the West 
 
   Another kind of numeration is alphabetical additive numeration. The numbers are 
assigned to the various letters in the ancient Greek and Hebrew alphabets. The scheme 
using letters of the alphabet to represent numbers was also used by Romans. 
   The principle of additive numeration is extremely simple, provided the user knows 
the order and numerical value of the letters of the alphabet. The first nine letters 
correspond to the nine digits (1, 2, 3, …, 9), and the next nine to the nine tens (10, 20, 














numbers are written in descending order of numerical value of their constituent letters. A 
number is produced by directly adding together the numerical value of its component 
symbols. Since the alphabet comprises only a small number of different signs, it became 
difficult to handle large numbers. The cumbersome aspect of alphabetical numerals is one 
of the main reasons that they have been replaced by the Arabic system.  
 
1.3 Number Symbolism 
 
What is number symbolism? The use of numbers as symbols is as old as language 
itself, but that which the numbers symbolize the reality that lies behind the outward sign 
may precede a written language altogether. Number symbolism involves the revelation or 
figurative suggestions of intangible truths springing from the use of numbers. In 
symbolism, numbers are not merely the expressions of quantities or symbols to tally 
items; but ideas that existed in a world apart from matter, each with a particular character 
of its own.  
 
1.3.1 The Dual Uses of a Number 
 
   As symbols, numbers are used in two different modes: mathematically and 
symbolically. It is obvious that numbers gradually evolved throughout the long history of 
humanity, in response to practical requirements for calculation. Ancient people employed 
various counting devices such as pebbles, knots on a string, bamboo sticks and the like, to 
record quantities of concrete objects. Later, the requirements of more calculations 
provided the impetus for the transfer from mere symbolic representation of amounts to 
modern number system.  
   On the other hand, numbers were not mere mathematical tools. Numbers are extended 
and used as metaphors and symbols with a set of connotations. In myths and in religious 
rites, basic numeric symbols show up as configurations of action or events. Often they are 
used on a higher level, defining a dimension of deeper meaning. In fact, the inherent 
value of numbers as symbols and as tools helps humans to remember. Numbers have 
served humankind as apertures—opening to realities. Numbers serve as memory of facts, 














reflection on the life. Numbers lead people more closely to actual things or help to 
penetrate more deeply into them. It is the function of a number to express a truth, to 
reveal a meaning, and to say something.  
   Uses of a number in two modes bring about both quantitative meaning and qualitative 
meaning of the number. What on earth is the qualitative or symbolic meaning of a 
number? When people use a number to represent something else, especially invisible, by 
association, resemblance, or convention, this number is assigned with symbolic meanings. 
Each number represents or makes use of something actual, real, in practice, and often of a 
material kind, or else to something which was in actual practice or existence in the past. 
The symbolic meaning of a number always is to be found in what it represents or denotes 
or stands for. 
 
1.3.1 Symbolic Numbers 
 
   Throughout history there is always evidence that mankind has been fascinated with 
the symbolic nature of numbers from a very early period. A deep significance was 
attached to numbers in antiquity. There was not a people which did not give great 
prominence to numbers in their application to religious observances, the establishment of 
festival days, symbols, dogmas, and even the geographical distribution of empires. Some 
numbers have been treated with reverence or given mystical attributes. These numbers 
are called “sacred numbers,” “magic numbers” or “mystic numbers.” They are all 
symbolic numbers. 
    How many are these symbolic numbers? The symbolic numbers Hopper refers to are 
a few. More exactly, these symbolic numbers are mainly the first ten and a few others. 
The basic conception of number is that the series 1-10 incorporate every other number 
with the addition of zero though numerical systems vary in accordance with their roots 
and perspectives throughout the world. These first ten numbers are by multiplication, 
addition or subtraction self-generating. The ten is the limit of all numbers, all others 
existing and coming from the same, i.e. 0 to 10 is all one needs to make up an infinite 
amount of numbers. Take the English words for numerals after 10 for example. The 
English eleven means “one over ten.” Similarly, twelve is “two over ten,” etc. up until 














combination, or however multiplied, represent philosophical ideas relating either to a 
moral or physical fact in nature. They are the keys to the archaic views on cosmogony, in 
its broad sense, including man and beings, and relate to the human race and individuals 
spiritually as well as physically. 
   Sources of symbolic meanings, association, and effects of numbers of the first ten 
whole numbers are compared within the contexts of Chinese culture and Western culture 
in the following chapters. A few other numbers are also included. The justification is 
their frequent and repeated use in mythology, astrology, art and architecture, religion and 
social customs, which may help understand the universe. 
 
1.3.2 Sources of Number Symbolism 
 
   Every society may use number in many symbolic ways, including some of the 
following: for symbolic representation, for superstition, for numerology and telling 
fortune. The number that gives meaning always participates in the living experience of 
community, which produces and sustains the number. The number becomes meaningless 
when it is no longer in touch with the context of living experience that it represents. Each 
symbolism of a number can be traced back to some period in the history when a practice 
or custom came to be used for the purpose of presenting something or saying something. 
For this reason any given number must be interpreted in its context, and in the light of the 
purpose for which it is used. In one word, numbers originated historically, that is, each 
number has a history of its own, and it is often by means of its history and its 
long-continued use that it can be best explained.  
   Number is the key to the ancient views of the world and human himself. All numeric 
symbols they use are directly taken from the world. Number has a cosmic nature. As to 
Pythagoras, all things are disposed according to the numbers. Many things in the universe 
intrinsically possess the features that may be potentially quantified. Numbers are used to 
characterize their physical properties. The most recondite mysteries and powers in nature 
are made to yield to the power of numbers. It is by the proportion of certain numbers that 
all things were formed. Time, space, and human life are governed by a numerical 
principle. The human body alone contains two hands with five fingers each, two feet with 














“particularly prominent and fixed numerical groups might readily come to be thought of 
as attributes of the numbers themselves.” (1938:3) The human ability to perceive the 
things of this kind quantitatively, whether limited or unbound for different people at 
different times, is a universal experience and habit of human intelligence. Then the 
symbolism of these numbers became universally manifested in all aspects of human life.         
   Number symbolism is directly related to their conception of the world. Each number 
is symbolic of each culture’s unique understanding of the world. Therefore, sources of 
number symbolism should be traced back to how people perceive the world in respective 
cultural contexts, combined with strands of astrology, philosophy, religion, numerology, 















Cultural Sources of Number Symbolism 
 
1.1  Culture: Chinese & Western 
 
     Before searching cultural sources of number symbolism, several terms need to be 
defined. What is culture? What are meant by “Chinese culture” and “Western culture”? 
     Culture is a difficult concept. The definition of culture has challenged generations of 
anthropologists and linguists. Numerous conceptualizations have arisen from different 
perspectives since Sir Edward B. Tylor (1832-1917)’s day. Although there is no standard 
definition of culture, it is better to work out a postulate as a working version for the 
comparative cultural studies. Culture can be viewed as the symbolic systems consisting 
of shared beliefs, values, customs, and behaviors that members of a society used to cope 
with their world and with one another. The culture traits, the fundamental elements of 
culture, assume many forms varying from tangible material artifacts to abstract concepts 
and ideas and to behavioral regularities. 
     Starting around the Yellow River over 5,000 years ago, Chinese civilization is one of 
the world’s oldest and greatest civilizations. Over this long and uninterrupted historical 
process, 13 dynasties rose. In the chaotic state of The Warring States (475 BC—221 BC) 
period there was an unprecedented era of cultural prosperity known as the period of the 
Hundred Schools of Thought when emerged several schools of political philosophy, 
including nine main schools: Confucianism, Taoism, Legalism, the Yin-Yang school, the 
Logicians, the Mohists, the Political Strategists, the Eclectics and the Agricultures. From 
the Hundred Schools of Thought came many great classical writings, on which Chinese 
practices were to be based for the next two and one-half millennia. In 221 BC the first 
Qin emperor unified China under a central bureaucracy. After Qin times (221 BC—207 
BC), the Chinese call themselves Han people, and the Han nation constituted the 
mainstream in this long history of the Chinese people. Except for necessary defense 
measures, very seldom did the Han people seek to conquer the other peoples militarily. It 
is because of this that there is a strong historical continuity and cultural 














     The term “Western” means the societies of Eastern and Western Europe, South and 
North America, and of Australia, as well as some parts of the Middle East and a few 
enclaves throughout the world. Moreover, the term is used not only to indicate ideas and 
values rooted in the present-day Euro-American cultures, but also to refer to ideas and 
values that have their original source in several earlier civilizations, societies and cultures 
of the Mediterranean basin, which do form the basis for later Western civilizations. The 
use of the term “Western civilizations” contains three stages: the earliest civilizations 
formed by Mesopotamia and Ancient Egypt, the next stage by the Hebraic and the 
Hellenic, and the present modern stage. During the second stage, the twin influences of 
Biblical religion and Greek philosophy, drama and literature have been the main pillars 
upon which later ideas, values and orientations were consciously developed.  
 
2.2 Cultural Sources of Number Symbolism 
 
     Number symbolism is deeply rooted in the soil of culture. Besides some minor 
influences, there are three main sources of number symbolism. The basic symbolic 
numbers were derived from fixed numerical aggregates in nature by original man. This 
first source is labeled “elementary” by Hopper. Astrology is the second source of 
symbolic numbers. The astrological numbers were esteemed in religions and 
philosophical fields and endowed with more meanings. Hence, the third source of number 
symbolism is religion and philosophy. 
 
2.2.1 Elementary Number Symbolism 
 
     Elementary number symbolism was derived from original man’s enumeration and his 
identification of certain immediately observable and fixed natural groups. According to 
Vincent Hopper, “nothing in the history of number symbolism is so striking as the 
unanimity of all ages and climates in regard to the meanings of a few number symbols.” 
(1938:3) Elementary number symbolism refers to the fundamental elementary meanings 
of a certain few numbers: 1, 2, 3, 4, 9 and 10. Some of their meanings remain strikingly 
unanimous in all ages. One is the beginning. Two is duality or mutual antithesis. Three is 
many, all, best, and holy. Four is the number of earth and man. Ten is completeness, 














     The first advance toward counting is the differentiation of the individual from the 
group, that is, 1 from many. So one is the beginning. Soon man became conscious of the 
dualities of nature. Everywhere in nature nothing reveals itself without being related to 
the number two. Light can not reveal itself. There must also be shadow or darkness—that 
is, a duality. Thus it is with all things. There are infinitely many other sets of dualities, 
like hot and cold, sun and moon, fire and water, active and passive, spirit and form, death 
and life, good and evil, and male and female. So the number two appears always to carry 
the idea of pair, dual, and mutual antithesis. 
     Then three is the first integer to denote the idea of “many.” Even today there are tribes 
who count in the way “1, 2, many.”  Besides, 3 is all: beginning, middle, and end. Early 
man apparently distinguished between the rising, the midday, and the setting sun. The 
human cycle goes in 3 steps: birth, life, and death. The commonest social 3 is the triad of 
the family: male, female, and child. Hence, numerous analogies in the physical and social 
world made 3 the all-embracing number and the holy number of deity.  
     Man has four limbs, two arms and two legs. Hence, 4 is the number associated with 
man. 
     Ten came into prominence as man discovered the fingers and the toes as tools for 
adding. The number ten was adopted as a number of finality or completeness and a 
complete cycle. Nine is next to the number ten. Therefore, the number nine means almost 
complete. 
 
2.2.2 Astrological Symbolism  
 
     Another major and primary source of number symbolism is astrology. Since the 
earliest days of civilizations people have observed the heavens to gain a greater 
understanding of the relationship between man and the universe. To early humans, the 
impermanence of existence on the Earth brought uncertainty. In contrast, the recurrence 
of celestial phenomena, however, such as the rising and setting Sun, brought reassurance. 
Human ancestors perceived this contrast as the fundamental distinction between celestial 
and terrestrial domains. Astrology is, therefore, a study of the meaningful interaction 
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